








































































































‘“Stop arresting my people!’’

Another of John Vann’s unpopular
causes was his defense of certain South
Vietnamese officials who were jailed by
the corrupt Thieu dictatorship. Thieu had
a habit of framing his political opposition,
arresting them, then dumping them into
prisons in the interest of his own personal
‘“‘national security.”” This infuriated
Vann, as many of Thieu’s political op-
ponents were some of Vann’s best people.
Our civilian advisors used to personally
scream at the imperturbable Bunker, our
stately Ambassador, about the injustice.

Bunker, part of the powerful Washing-
ton power establishment, finally asked for
and got permission to order Vann to
‘‘cease all public statements about inter-
nal political activities ... by order of the
highest authority.”’

Ironically, after Vann’s death, Bunker
would say smoothly, ‘“In the time of my
service in Vietnam I know of no more
dedicated American nor one more deserv-
ing of his country’s gratitude.”’ )

Earlier, in another fight, Vann jumped
all over Bunker’s backing of the Saigon
government’s request not to use the in-
dependent Montagnards as troops. Vann,
who knew their loyal effectiveness from
CIA use of the tough tribesmen, brewed
enough public stink and leaked enough
horror stories to win that political fight.
The Montagnards served well, despite
their hatred for the central government,
which also hated them. History proved
Vann right again, although he was step-
ping in mighty deep muck, and leaving
embarrassing footprints on the State
Department carpet.

““This war calls for a knife, a rifle and a
well-trained man.”’

He also put his words about the in-
discriminate killing by massive bombing
and blind artillery attacks into black
headline type back in the States, saying,
‘““Vietnam is a political-guerrilla war. It
calls for the utmost discrimination in kill-
ing the enemy. Despite the big-strike pro-
paganda, a knife, rifle, and a man trained
well with them is best for our purpose.
Tanks, artillery, and this massive bomb-
ing are the worst thing we could do right
now.

‘“We are killing thousands of innocent
people to make them safe from commun-
ism. This is madness. Our bombing is
creating more enemies than it kills.”’

Vann modified his anti-bombing stand
later though, when it involved stopping
the large-scale invasion by North Viet-
namese troops in 1972. He said, *‘I strong-
ly support bombing enemy troops, but not
just plastering everything that moves
down there. We must use tactical B-52
strikes to protect our efforts.”’

““Isn’t peace our goal in Vietnam?”’

Despite his ruffling of official plum-
mage, Vann was getting very dramatic re-
sults in his province. Working well with
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the local military, including excellent re-
lations with the U.S. Army Special
Forces, Vann proved his concepts work-
ed.

“In 1969, we suffered 150 enemy in-
cidents a day. Now, [1971] we range from
12 to 20 a day. There are potentially
20,000 significant targets here in the
Mekong Delta, and if we have only a
dozen or so incidents then I conclude most
of the population is living in peace. Isn’t
peace our goal here in Vietnam?’’

Vann cited further statistics of success.
““In 1968, we controlled 3 million people
in the Delta. Now, three years later, we
have 5.8 million folks under our effective
protection programs. That is out of a total
population of 6.2 million people, which,
incidentally, is one-third of all the people
in South Vietnam.

“We forced the enemy out into the
open. We took away his night capability.
We got the people on our side, so they no
longer feared, trusted or supported the
VC. We forced the VC to commit to a
more conventional style of war.

‘““That meant the VC and North Viet-
namese needed more soldiers, more taxes
and more support. They had to lean on
the populace more, which drove the peo-
ple into our camp.

‘“We got away from massive bombings,
tanks, massed artillery and whole divi-
sions of American troops. Instead, we
opened the concept of Popular and
Regional Force platoons for our hamlets.
We established popular elections and by
1971, 95 percent of the Delta’s hamlets
had freely elected local officials running
things.”’

‘““We destroyed the VC’s power base.”’

Vann continued, ‘“In 1968, the VC con-
trolled 2,100 hamlets in this province.
Now, we control 4,000, there are about
550 ‘contested’ hamlets, and we figure the
VC control about 14.

‘“We won this control not by destroying
hamlets. Instead we destroyed the VC’s
power base. We took care of the people’s
needs and they helped us. That’s how you
win the Vietnam war!”’

Early in 1972, Vann was brought home
for a personal debriefing by a president
anxious to make political points with
voters that year. John Vann tried to con-
vince Richard Nixon to make an honest,
open prosecution of the war. He also tried
to sell him on his idea of having junior
NCOs and officers come in from the ac-
tion for personal briefings.

‘I don’t think he heard a lot I said,”’ a
tired John Vann told friends as he left on
his last shuttle to Vietnam.

Early in June, another newsman told
the New York Times’s Paul Montgomery,
‘“John is just too good here. One of these
days when he gets killed, and he will, peo-
ple will realize what he’s done for us. He
comes closer to being the indispensable
man than any other American in Vietnam.
That is very dangerous, especially right
now.”’

Former Sgt. Jerry Skinner recalls John
Vann’s last missions. ‘“We had our ad-
visors trapped with the 22nd ARVN at
Tan Cahn during the siege there, and Mr.
Vann said he’d go in and get them out. He
personally flew his own chopper out of
here [Pleiku] and got his ass shot down.
That tough turkey hopped a ride back and
borrowed a medevac chopper. They forc-
ed that one down on him too, the Charlie
gunners did. Third time was Mr. Vann’s
charm. He flew through their fire and
brought our people out.”’

His last mission was on 9 June 1972, a
typical Vann jaunt, braving enemy fire to
fly into a city ringed by North Vietnamese
regulars. He planned to spend a night with
the troops and direct some operations
from there. According to military radio
reports, Vann and two passengers left
Pleiku at 9:15 p.m. for Kontum, the city
under siege 30 miles to the north.

‘‘Mr. Vann'’s being there meant a lot to
the morale of the guys and that’s where he
was headed,”’ Jerry Skinner said.

Ten miles out of Pleiku, North Viet-
namese gunners picked up Vann’s small
helicopter and opened fire, as they had
done at him so many times in the past. As
in the past, his ship went down. Only this
time, John Paul Vann didn’t walk away.
In the morning, South Vietnamese and
American troops found the bodies of
John Vann and his two companions inside
their shot-up, burned-out helicopter.

Robert Komer, CORDS director before
Vann, said, ‘‘John was the most effective
and experienced American who ever serv-
ed in Vietnam. His loss is the equivalent of
at least two divisions.”’

Vann would have liked that — prac-
tical, but probably understated, to the
end.

The Washington Post called John
Vann, ‘‘the ablest and most effective
American to ever be in Vietnam.”’

John Vann was given a hero’s burial in
Arlington National Cemetery on 16 June,
by family and friends. Secretary of State
William P. Rogers represented President
Nixon, while other high-ranking officials
of State, the Army and the CIA attended.
Some were men John Vann had argued
with bitterly. Now, they were there to pay
their respects to their critic who had been
so very right.

After the Arlington ceremony, John
Vann’s family was driven to the White
House, where President Nixon presented
them with John Vann’s Medal of Free-
dom, the highest tribute this nation can
award a civilian.

Neil Sheehan said of John Vann, ‘‘He
was like the poor hero in those war movies
who gets killed right before the ceasefire
by going on just one more mission. But
that was Johnny’s way. I only hope he
didn’t see us lose Saigon.”’
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